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Overview 

In this document 

 

This document outlines approaches to the effective teaching 

of reading for comprehension.  

It is essential that children’s comprehension continues to be 

developed at secondary school alongside the deeper reading 

skills, such as analysis. 

This document focuses on the use of pre-reading approaches 

to develop comprehension. 
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What is comprehension? 

There are many definitions of reading comprehension: 

 

“Intentional thinking during which meaning is constructed through 

interactions between text and reader.” (Durkin, 1993) 

  

“The process undertaken by the reader as they attempt to establish 

meaning from written text.” (National Reading Panel, 2000) 

  

“The skill of reading to extract knowledge or reading with understanding.” 

(Moyle, 1972) 

  

“A process in which readers construct meaning by interacting with text 

through the combination of prior knowledge and previous experience, 

information in the text, and the stance the reader takes in relationship to 

the text.” (Pardo, 2004) 
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Shifts in Reading Assessment Focus  
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End KS2 vs Year 7 if using exam board KS3 papers 
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• KS2 – 8/50  

Analysis (16%) 

• Year 7 – 36/40 

Analysis (90%) 

It is important not to 

jump to analysis too 

quickly, and to ensure 

that pupils still work on 

comprehension and 

understanding of texts 

first. 
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AO4 Evaluate texts  

critically 

AO3 Compare ideas and 
perspectives, relate to context   

AO2 Explain, 
comment, analyse 

language and 
structure 

AO1 

Read, 
understand, 

respond   

 

 

 

AO4  

Evaluate texts  

critically 

AO3  

Compare ideas and 
perspectives, relate to 

context   

AO2  

Explain, comment, analyse how 
language and structure influence 

readers/are used by writers 

AO1  

Read, understand and respond, identifying and 
interpreting, implicit and explicit information, 

selecting and summarising  

 

Balance of Marks Awarded  

Hierarchy of Skill Development 
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How can we develop comprehension? 

A range of approaches can foster effective comprehension: 

 

1. Modelling of reading strategies and skills 

2. Pre-reading approaches  

3. Questioning using the three levels of comprehension 

4. Extending questioning into dialogic talk 

5. Using rich reading tasks 
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Create a clear learning sequence 

Opportunities 
for pre-reading: 
vocabulary, think 
aloud, building 

context 

Learning: 

questioning and 
rich dialogic talk 
leads to complex 

thinking 

Outcome:  

evidence of 
learning through 

rich tasks 

Modelling of reading strategies and skills 
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Provide opportunities for pre-reading 

• Pre-reading opportunities allow children to explore 

text before studying it for deeper meanings. 

• Pre-reading may involve work to familiarise pupils 

with the context of a text, teach key vocabulary or 

allow for independent exploration. 

• These approaches should be used flexibly, as 

required. 
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• Pre-reading tasks can enable us to ‘level the playing 

field’ for our less successful learners. 

• The direct teaching of context and key vocabulary 

during pre-reading can improve comprehension.   

 

Build vocabulary and contextual background 

knowledge 

What I can comprehend 

from the text 

Contextual 

background 

knowledge and 

vocabulary 
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‘In order to teach children how to understand what is written, we must teach 
them that taken-for-granted background knowledge’ E.D. Hirsch (2006 p.122) 

Build context and ‘cultural 

capital’ - every child’s iceberg  

will be different… 

What are the barriers 

to learning for some 

children ? 
 

What life experiences 

do we assume they 

have had?  

‘Teaching content is teaching 

reading’ 

D. Willingham  

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwiqzLHL-JXOAhVG2BoKHWs3CPgQjRwIBw&url=http://www.freepik.com/free-vector/underwater-iceberg_761726.htm&bvm=bv.128153897,d.ZGg&psig=AFQjCNH3zllHO61yf27dwEKK-IW4BHo-xA&ust=1469787838754837
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How we use our contextual 

background knowledge to read 

“Causal connections usually require world 

knowledge to bridge the meaning of two sentences.” 

 

The pavement was still icy. Kayla told her children to 

be careful. 

 
(Adapted from Willingham, The Reading Mind, 2017) 
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Even apparently simple texts require 

contextual background knowledge… 

The pavement was still icy.  

• People walk on pavements. 

• Ice is slippery. 

• People can fall when walking on slippery surfaces. 

• People can be hurt if they fall. 

• Parents don’t want their children to be hurt. 

• People are less likely to fall if they walk carefully. 

Kayla told her children to be careful. 

 

(Adapted from Willingham, The Reading Mind, 2017) 
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“The reason that writers omit information is plain. If they 

didn’t, simple communication would be terribly long and 

boring… Thus writers always omit a great deal of 

information needed to make sense of what they write… The 

reader must have the right information in memory to make 

inferences that bridge the meaning of what he reads. So 

what happens if the reader lacks that background 

knowledge? Obviously, he will have a hard time connecting 

the sentences, and may not do so at all – in short, the 

reader will be confused.” 

 

(Willingham, The Reading Mind, 2017) 
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Pre-reading approaches to build 

contextual background knowledge 

• Use video, images and source material related to the 

context. For example, images of 1950s America and non-

fiction articles about Italian immigration into New York, if 

studying ‘A View from the Bridge’ 

• Provide wider reading materials and parallel texts – such 

as non-fiction and poetry to deepen understanding.  

• Incorporate time to discuss and develop understanding of 

key themes before reading – e.g. if betrayal is a key 

theme, what does the word mean? What would betrayal in 

a modern context look like? Etc.  
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The importance of vocabulary 

knowledge 

Children with a well-developed 

vocabulary are able to read more 

complex texts, which introduces them 

to new words, further enriching their 

vocabulary. This is often referred to 

as ‘the Matthew effect’: a term 

borrowed from sociology that is often 

succinctly paraphrased as ‘the rich 

get richer’. 
 

(Clements, Teaching English by the Book, 2018) 



HIAS Moodle+ resource 

Bag of Words (nouns)   

                spirit                  fragrance                     wings 

                                                    lady              days  

lavender                  fruit       it              tree             flowers                                    

  it              she   

                                    maze  

       lady               roses           ghost         leaves         petals                               

  

grass           bed            moths   spirit                lawn           

 dawn                      poppy                               bed 

                            mind                       moths       valley                          

 garden                       star                                      repose 

               

       WHY? 
Modal 

verbs 

Share key vocabulary first and encourage 

pupils to make connections and predictions 
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The Adjectives 
 

         powdery                 old           quiet  

                                                    kind                

dewy                flitting                                               morning                                           

     ripening 

          gentle                       white                     furtive                                 

     

     old                                   restless 

                       

               

       

WHY? 
Modal 

verbs 
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The verbs in order… 

Pass 

Fall 

Sleeps 

Creeps 

Lived 

Lingers 

Sniffs 

Seems 

See 

Weaves 

Goes 

Finds 

Was 

Was 

Wanders 

Rouses 

Waits 

 

Pace? 

Volume? 

Plot? 
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A Garden at Night 
James Reeves 
On powdery wings the white moths pass, 

And petals fall on the dewy grass; 

Over the bed where the poppy sleeps 

The furtive fragrance of lavender creeps. 

Here lived and old lady in days long gone, 

And the ghost of that lady lingers on. 

She sniffs the roses, and seems to see 

The ripening fruit on the orchard tree; 

Like the scent of the flowers her spirit weaves 

Its winding way through the maze of leaves; 

Up and down like the moths it goes: 

Never and never it finds repose. 

Gentle she was, and quiet and kind, 

But flitting and restless was her old mind. 

So hither and thither across the lawn 

Her spirit wanders, till the grey of dawn 

Rouses the cock in the valley far, 

And the garden waits for the morning star. 
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Word from article What it means 

Shock proposals  

In the wake of  

Falling standards in education 

Underachievement in the 

classroom 

Raising standards 

Necessary funding 

Teacher’s Unions 

Operational 

Violate 

Deterrent 

Legal experts 

A swift conclusion 

Assaulting 

A consultation panel 

Using a glossary to 

build and interact 

with new 

vocabulary. 

 

Ask pupils to work 

together to 

speculate on 

meanings and 

make guesses 

before sharing 

answers 
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Annotation as pre-reading 

Annotation for comprehension (or Think-Alouds) can be 
a great way of preparing pupils for deeper reading tasks, 
such as analysis. 

Pupils can annotate the text using reading strategies 
such as: 

• questions for clarification 

• predictions 

• unfamiliar or interesting vocabulary 

• visualised images 

• text structure 

• author’s use of language  
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Annotation example 
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For further details on the full range of services available please contact us using the 

following details: 

 

Tel: 01962 874820 or email: hias.enquiries@hants.gov.uk 

 

HIAS English Team 

HIAS English team offer a wide range of high-quality services to support schools 

and help raise outcomes for learners, through courses, bespoke consultancy and 

in house training.   

 

For further details referring to English, please contact either of the team leads: 

Emma Tarrant : emma.tarrant@hants.gov.uk 

Victoria Flynn: victoria.flynn@hants.gov.uk 

 

mailto:emma.tarrant@hants.gov.uk
mailto:victoria.flynn@hants.gov.uk
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• Searchable course catalogue linked to the Learning Zone. 

• Course updates. 

• In-house training opportunities. 

• Online calendar of events. 

• Publications and online resources. 

• Bespoke consultancy services. 

 

Link: https://hias-totara.mylearningapp.com/  

HTLC professional learning moodle 

https://hias-totara.mylearningapp.com/
https://hias-totara.mylearningapp.com/
https://hias-totara.mylearningapp.com/
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Terms of license 
Moodle+ subscribers are licensed to access and use this resource and have agreed to pay the annual subscription fee. 

This authority starts when the fee is paid and ends when the subscription period expired unless it is renewed. This file is for 

personal or classroom use only. By using it, you agree that you will not copy or reproduce this file except for your own 

personal, non-commercial use. HIAS have the right to modify the terms of this agreement at any time; the modification will 

be effective immediately and shall replace all prior agreements.  

 
You are welcome to: 
• download this resource 

• save this resource on your computer 

• print as many copies as you would like to use in your school 

• amend this electronic resource so long as you acknowledge its source and do not share as your own work. 

 

You may not: 
• claim this resource as your own 

• sell or in any way profit from this resource 

• store or distribute this resource on any other website or another location where others are able to electronically retrieve it 

• email this resource to anyone outside your school or transmit it in any other fashion.  

Terms and conditions 


